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Introduction
There have been very few reports of swordfish attacks on
humans and none have resulted in death. Although there
are no reports of unprovoked attacks on humans, sword-
fish can be very dangerous when provoked and they can
jump and pierce their swords into their targets. We
describe here an unusual case of death that resulted from
intracranial penetrating injury caused by a swordfish.
Case report
A 39-year-old fisherman was attacked by a swordfish
which jumped towards him and pierced his right eye
when he flashed a torch light at the water from his fish-
ing boat. He was immediately rushed to the nearby hos-
pital by his companion. Clinical examination revealed a
swollen right eye with penetrating wound at the upper
eyelid. He was later referred to our hospital for the appar-
ent eye injury. However, on arrival at the hospital, about
20 hours after the incident, he became unconscious with
a Glasgow Coma Scale score of 7. He was intubated and
the computed tomography scan showed proptosis of right
eye with subarachnoid haemorrhage and cerebral oedema
at the right frontal region. Pneumocranium was also noted.
He was ventilated for cerebral protection and covered
with intravenous antibiotic. Unfortunately, the patient
deteriorated rapidly with hyperpyrexia and hypotension
despite adequate fluid resuscitation and inotropic sup-
port. He succumbed 1 day after admission. The cause of
death from postmortem examination was impalement of
the head by swordfish. There was a penetrating laceration
through the right upper eyelid that had traversed through
the right orbit, with subsequent penetration into the third
ventricle and cavernous sinus through the right optic canal
and the right superior orbital fissure.
Discussion
There are no reports of unprovoked swordfish attacks 
on humans, though there have been several reports of
attacks resulting in body and chest injuries.1 This is the
first report of a swordfish attack where the patient suc-
cumbed to death. The attack was possibly provoked by
the flashing light which the fish thought to be food. It
was very unfortunate that the sword penetrated into the 
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cranium via the optic foramen and injured the vessels
inside the subarachnoid space. The cerebral oedema fol-
lowing the injury was rapidly fatal despite the usual sup-
portive treatment provided for such head injuries.
The swordfish snout elongates into a true sword shape.
The upper jaw measures at least one-third the length of
the body. It is long, flat, pointed and very sharp. The aver-
age fish caught in the commercial fishery weighs between
90 and 150 kg.2 Swordfish are pelagic, living within the
upper water column rather than on the bottom or in
coastal areas. They are frequently found basking at the sur-
face, and are well known for their powerful jumping. They
feed daily, most often at night when they rise to surface and
near-surface waters in search of smaller fish. They have been
observed moving through schools of fish, thrashing their
swords to kill and quickly turning to consume their catch.
Various causes of unusual penetrating head injuries have
been reported, for example chopsticks,3 ballpoint pens,4
screwdrivers,5 fishing harpoons,6 hunting arrows,7 ice
picks,8 bear claws9 and so on. To our knowledge, no case
of penetrating head injuries caused by swordfish has been
reported before. The principle of management for such
injuries include wound debridement and removal of jaw
fragments if accessible, prevention of infection, cerebral pro-
tection with intracranial pressure monitoring, control of
seizure and identification of major cerebral vessel injuries.
Swordfish attacks on humans are extremely rare, 
but they can kill if vital organs are involved. Do not
underestimate the outcome of injuries caused by this fish.
The attack was possibly provoked by the flashing light
which the fish thought to be food. Hence, it is suggested
that fishermen should avoid flashing lights onto the sur-
face of the water or stay away from the light source in order
to avoid a future similar tragedy.
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